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Summary
Grey Crowned Cranes were surveyed in Walufumbe, Nakivubo, Kansanga and Lubigi wetlands
in Kampala from September 2012 to August 2013. The survey aimed at investigating the
population demographics, habitats, breeding status, breeding success and identifies threats. When
the roosting and feeding sites had been established, monthly monitoring was carried out for 12
months.

At Kiteezi landfill, 55 to 86 birds were found consisting of 5 juveniles and 50 to 81 adults.
During the day, the cranes feed at the landfill and in the surrounding Walufumbe wetlands and
they roost on electricity pylons constructed in the wetlands. Identified key threats to the Kiteezi
flock include limb injuries at the landfill; wetland reclamation for settlement in the wetlands was
the main threat to the breeding habitat of this flock.

Cranes were not recorded at Kansanga wetland for the greater part of the study. However starting
in May; two cranes sometimes came to the wetland. Six was the highest number of cranes
recorded in Kansanga wetland and this included one juvenile.

In Lubigi wetland, three cranes including one young were found. The birds fed in several places
in the wetland and roosted on trees within the wetland.

Two cranes were found at Nakivubo wetland. These fed along the railway line and roosted on a
pylon constructed in the wetland. Reports of three cranes were received at two places along the
lake shore; however these were not physically encountered. This is contrary to Namakambo,
(2000) who reported that the wetland harboured a large colony of Grey Crowned Cranes. It is
most likely the Nakivubo flock moved to Kiteezi landfill because previously a lower number of
Grey Crowned Cranes (35) were reported to be feeding at the landfill and roosting on the pylons
(Nature Uganda, 2010).
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Background

The Grey Crowned Crane (Balearica regulorum), breeds exclusively in wetland ecosystems.
However in Uganda, wetlands are increasingly being threatened mainly by clearance for
cultivation, which has led to the loss of the breeding grounds and the resultant negative impact
on the survival of the crested crane. According to Arymanya-Mugisha (2005), wetlands in
Kampala have decreased by 50 percent, in the ten years between 1995 and 2005. This
degradation comes in several forms, such as cultivation, infilling, construction and pollution.
Kampala also has a rapidly growing population that includes many citizens who already have
land titles on wetlands or are in the process of developing them (Gumm, 2011). This poses a
serious threat to the habitat of the Endangered bird which is Uganda’s national emblem.

In Kampala, the wetlands where the Grey Crowned Cranes have been sighted include Lubigi
wetland Kityo and Pomeroy, (2006); Nakivubo wetland Namakambo, (2000) and Kansanga
wetland Jimmy Muheebwa, (personal comm) and wetlands around Kiteezi landfill (Derek
Pomeroy). However apart from an estimate given by Derek Pomeroy for the Grey Crowned
Cranes birds at the Kiteezi landfill in 2009, there is no available information about the breeding
ecology of the species in the landfill and other wetlands where they occur in Kampala Derek
Pomeroy, (personal comm).

Lubigi is one of the largest remaining wetlands in Kampala recorded to be a habitat to Grey
Crowned Cranes. However, the wetland is not receiving any active conservation (Kityo and
Pomeroy, 2006) and as a result, the wetland coverage was recorded to have reduced by about one
third from August 2003 to December 2007 (Asp, 2009). The same situation could be occurring in
other wetlands which are habitats of the Grey Crowned Cranes in Kampala including Nakivubo,
Kansanga and Walufumbe.

Other threats to the Grey Crowned Crane include destruction of nests, and hunting Olupot,
(2008), these threats are on the rise and crane populations are declining. As a result, the Grey
Crowned Crane was up-listed to Endangered on the IUCN Red Data List in 2012 due to an
estimated decline of between 65 and 80% over 45 years Birdlife International (2013). In addition

to the above mentioned threats to Endangered species, there is no estimate of how many pairs
breed annually countrywide, where they breed, the breeding success and magnitude of threats
they face (Olupot, 2008).

Monitoring of crane population in Kampala with emphasis on wetlands would help us establish
breeding activities, habitats and potential threats to these habitats. Such data on Uganda’s
national bird is useful to involve the local communities surrounding the wetlands in the
conservation of the Grey Crowned Cranes and also advocate for the demarcation and protection
of the wetlands by the government for the conservation of all biodiversity in the wetlands.

It’s on the basis of this background that this research project was implemented seeking to fulfill
the following objectives of.
•

Determining the size of the Grey Crowned Crane population in Kampala wetlands.

•

Determining the seasonal variation in the use of wetlands by the cranes.

•

Determining the location of roosting sites.

•

Establishing any areas of critical habitat, especially breeding and foraging habitat.

•

Establishing the breeding activity and breeding success.

•

Establishing the potential threats to breeding sites for the species.
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2.1

Methods
Study area description

The study was conducted in four wetlands in Kampala district where Grey Crowned Cranes have
been previously recorded including Lubigi, Walufumbe, Kansanga and Nakivubo wetlands.
Kampala district has a total surface area of 195 km2 of which 32 km2 (16 per cent) is wetlands.
The wetlands are part of Lake Victoria and Victoria Nile catchment and their altitude varies from
1,143- 1,189m above sea level.
2.1.1

Kiteezi landfill and Walufumbe wetland

The Kiteezi Landfill is located 13 kilometers north of Kampala City Centre with geographical
coordinates of 0° 18' 56" North, 32° 33' 56" East. Waste inputs to Kiteezi landfill are
predominantly Municipal Solid Waste (MSW). The composition of MSW in Kampala has been
documented as consisting of 73.8% vegetable matter, 5.4% paper, 1.6% plastic, 3.1% metal,
0.9% glass, 5.5% street debris, 8% tree cuttings and 1.7% sawdust Magezi-Akiiki (2003).

The avi-fauna at the landfill includes Grey Crowned Cranes, Marabou Storks (Leptoptilos
crumeniferus), Little Egrets (Egretta garzetta), Hadada Ibis (Bostrychia hagedash) and Pied
Crows (Corvus albus). Other animals that can be found feeding on the landfill are dogs and
cows. The flora at the landfill is mainly found along the edges of the landfill where there is less
human activity and old garbage. This flora includes pumpkins, wild tomatoes and Amaranthus
species. The human daytime population at the landfill is over 200 individuals. This includes
garbage sorters who sort garbage as the trucks and skips are offloaded, truck drivers, site
managers and supervisors.

Walufumbe wetland is a seasonal wetland close to the landfill. The wetland covers an area of
1.33km2 and its altitude ranges between 1143- 1173.48m. Walufumbe wetland is formed along
river Walufumbe and it occupies a shallow and relatively broad valley below several hills. The
ecological features of this wetland are a mosaic of Loudetia sp, Hyparrhenia sp, Acacia sp,
sedges, Phoenix palms and thickets Namakambo (2000).

2.1.2

Lubigi wetland

Lubigi wetland is a permanent wetland covering an area of 2.98km2 and at an altitude of 1158m1173.48m. Lubigi is dominated by papyrus with patches of Loudetia sp, Typha sp,
Miscanthedium sp, Echinochloa sp, and Phoenix palms. Lubigi wetlands extend through Lubaga
and Kawempe sub counties and are located approximately 7.5 km north of Kampala city centre
(Namakambo 2000).

Lubigi receives precipitation during two rainy seasons, in March to May and September to
November. However occasional heavy rains do occur even during the dry season Asp, (2009).
Lubigi is permanently waterlogged, being fed by rivers Mayanja, Bwaise, Nabisasiro,
Nalukolongo and Kiwunya (Namakambo, 2000).

2.1.3

Kansanga wetland

Kansanga wetland is seasonal upstream and permanent downstream located approximately 5 km
south east of Kampala city centre. The wetland covers an area of 4.54km2 and lies at an altitude
of 1,143m. The wetland is dominated by papyrus, Miscanthus sp, Typha sp and Phragmites sp.
The wetland forest is dominated by Phoenix sp and sedges upstream Namakambo, (2000).

2.1.4

Nakivubo wetland

Nakivubo wetland is a large wetland fringing Lake Victoria at Murchison bay, below Bugolobi,
Mpanga and Muyenga hills. The wetland is permanent located approximately 5.5km south east
of Kampala city centre. The wetland covers an area of 4.87km2 and lies at an altitude of 1,143m
above sea level. The wetland traverses the railway line to Port bell and nearby villages include
Luzira, Mpanga, Kitintale, Bugolobi, Kiwuliriza, Namuwongo and Kyeitabya.
Nakivubo wetland is dominated by Papyrus and Miscanthus sp. Much of the wetland especially
before the railway line has been converted for yam cultivation and seasonal edges are filled in for
settlement and cultivation Namakambo, (2000).

2.2

Field surveys

The first activity involved identifying crane populations in the wetlands where they occur in
Kampala.

An initial site walkover assisted in identifying the location of daytime feeding

grounds in each of the wetlands. This was done by walking along the margins of the wetlands,
following paths and talking to people residing or farming the edges of the wetlands.

The Grey Crowned Crane is known to nest within or on the edges of wetlands and also in areas
where wetland vegetation is of sufficient height to conceal the cranes while foraging in wetlands,
nearby grasslands, and croplands. The presence of breeding and non-breeding pairs was searched
for in the different habitat blocks by looking for nests, young birds and breeding displays.

Identifying roosting sites for the Grey Crowned Crane was undertaken by speaking to farmers
residing near or cultivating the edges of the wetland for qualitative evidence. Also roosting sites
were identified by traversing the length of the study sites between 6:00pm and 7:00pm. When
identified, the positions of the roosting sites were recorded on a GPS and these were mapped
onto Google earth to determine their relative positions. Threats and disturbances to roosting, and
foraging sites were identified. These methods were selected as the cranes are highly visible and
easy to observe.

Weekly field surveys were conducted throughout the study period. For the Kiteezi flock, the
study started on 22nd September was done weekly except for other weeks when the survey was
done in other wetlands as shown in appendix 1. The study at Kiteezi started at 6:00am when the
cranes were still roosting. Bird counts at the landfill were always conducted between 7:00am and
8:00am when all the birds had flown in from their roosts. The flock’s activities were monitored
at the landfill and in surrounding wetlands until the birds roosted.

For other wetlands where the study was done, cranes populations were observed to record daily
activities and direction of movements.
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Results
The largest flock of Grey Crowned Cranes was found at Kiteezi landfill, 55 to 86 birds were
found consisting of 5 juveniles and 50 to 81 adults. The youngest crane at the beginning of the
study always fed close to two adults as shown in figure 1. The other four juveniles were older
and two of these always fed together and flew off together as shown in figure 2.

Fig 1: The youngest crane at the landfill as of October 2012
feeding close to an adult.

Fig 2: Two older juveniles at the landfill

The display activity observed at the landfill was a unison call carried out by paired adults as
shown in figures 3 and 4.

Fig3: Paired adults making a unison call

Fig4: Paired adults making a unison call

On the 29th of February, two birds were reported to be mating on pylon 1 shown in figure 7.
During the entire study, no nest site was discovered however on 10th July 2013, three chicks
estimated the chicks to be 3 days old were discovered in Walufumbe wetland as shown in figures
5 and 6. Unfortunately on the day they were discovered, a group of men had come to survey and
buy the land where the crane family was staying and a week later the place was burned up.
However three weeks later, one of the chicks was killed by a group of dogs and by the end of the
study, only two chicks were surviving.

Fig 5: One of the chicks estimated to be
3days old as of 10th July 2013

Fig 6: Two other chicks found in the wetland near the landfill

The productivity of the Kiteezi crane population is very low since only 5 juveniles were
observed in a population of 50 to 80 birds. The birds were all observed to roost on electricity
pylons constructed in the Walufumbe wetland as shown in figure 7. The cranes only roosted at
the top of electricity pylons and did not roost in the nearby trees; they only went to the trees in
the nearby wetlands during day time. The wetland contains few trees as most have been cut
down for construction and agriculture but even the few that were there, the cranes did not roost
on them.

Fig 7: Grey Crowned Cranes roosting on one of the electricity pylons in the wetlands

In the mornings, the birds left the electricity pylons for the landfill. At the landfill, the cranes fed
in groups along the edges of the landfill where there is less human activity and where plants have
grown. The cranes were observed to eat garbage (especially food remains), pick at insects and
also eat plants along the edges of the landfill. The plants included pumpkins, wild tomatoes and
Amaranthus species.

At different times of the day, the cranes would fly from the landfill to the nearby wetland as
shown in figure 7 below. Depending on the heat from of the sun, the birds always flew out
between 8:45am and 9:10am. On warmer days the birds would spend more time in the wetland
i.e. up to over 4 hours but on colder days (when the sun shone less brightly), they would spend
less time at the wetlands and sometimes they would spend the day without going to the wetland.

The birds flew to the wetland in 2 or 3 groups (of 8 to 34) and at the wetland; they were observed
to pick at the ground, drink water or rest while picking at their feathers. The birds flew to a
wetland south of the landfill from the start of the study until mid-January and when a road was
being constructed in that area of the wetland, the birds then started flying to the farm between
pylon 5 and pylon 6 as shown in fig 8

Fig 8: A map showing Kiteezi landfill, the electricity pylons on which cranes roost, the breeding ground where the chicks were
encountered, Walufumbe wetland and farm where the cranes go when they leave the landfill during the day.

Threats to feeding habitats
Five permanently injured cranes were identified in the crane population. Three of them had a
chopped off limb, one injured bird had a bent claw while the other bird had its limb broken at
two places. All the crane injuries were similar to injuries on marabou storks that feed at the
landfill. On one occasion, a crane was seen struggling to remove its limb from a polythene string
that had entangled it. The string later came off. It is likely that such entangles are one of the ways
through which the cranes get limb injuries. However two truck drivers from the City Council

Authority who are responsible for the landfill attributed the limb injuries to stoning by humans at
the landfill who earn a living by collecting plastics and polythene bags from the landfill.

Fig 9: a Crane with a chopped off right limb

Fig 10: A crane with a bent claw at the landfill

At the Kansanga wetland for the greater part of the study, no cranes came to the wetland
although there were reports of some cranes seen in previous months before December when the
study at Kansanga wetland took off.
In early May, two cranes were recorded at the wetland on some days. There was no specific time
for these two cranes to come to this wetland. Sometimes they would come in the morning around
7:30am and after 1 hour they would fly off and on some days, the cranes would not come to the
wetland especially when it was very sunny. These two cranes were more likely to come to the
wetland after there had been a shower. Starting June (year), six cranes including one juvenile
always came to the wetland and always spent the whole day there. However on some days only
two adult cranes were seen at the wetland.
The cranes that fed at Kansanga wetland always came in from the direction of Lake Victoria but
it was not possible to determine the exact roosting site for these cranes. However during previous
months when no cranes were seen at Kansanga wetland, a breeding pair and its young were
found at some location (Kauku) along the shores of Lake Victoria. But whenever the six cranes

were present at Kansanga wetland, these three cranes would be absent from the shores of Lake
Victoria so it is likely that this flock is part of the cranes found at Kansanga wetland.

Fig 11: The six cranes that were recorded at Kansanga starting
June

Fig 12: The juvenile crane at Kansanga wetland

In Lubigi wetland, a breeding pair with its young was found in the wetland. The birds were
always found feeding near a rice field but they would sometimes fly to areas around the wetland.
In the evenings, they flew off onto a tree in the middle of the wetland and most likely roosted
there.

At Nakivubo wetland, two Grey Crowned Cranes were observed in a wetland along the railway
line. These fed in the wetland and roosted on a pylon constructed in the wetland. Sometimes
these the cranes would move southeast and comeback in the evening to roost on the pylon. There
were reports of three cranes at two places near the lake shore although these were not
encountered at any one time. This is contrary to Namakambo, (2000) who reported that the
wetland harbors a large colony of Grey Crowned Cranes. It may be likely the flock previously
recorded in Nakivubo wetland moved to Kiteezi landfill because previously a lower number of
Grey Crowned Cranes (35) were reported to be feeing at the landfill and roosting on the pylons
Nature Uganda, (2010).

Interview with local people to determine their knowledge of cranes and their use of the
habitats
At the Kiteezi landfill, at the onset of the research, over 2/3 of the 30 people talked to at the
landfill including the Environmental Officer of Kampala City Council Authority at the landfill
did not know or had not yet realized that the Endangered bird was feeding at the landfill. Most
birds at the landfill are Marabou storks, so people thought that all the big birds at the landfill
were Marabou storks. It was after the onset of the project that all the people at the landfill
realized that the country’s iconic bird was spending its daytime at the landfill. Discussions with
community members around Walufumbe wetlands revealed that all the wetland has been
reclaimed and partitioned for settlement purposes and may not be a suitable habitat much longer
for the Endangered species.
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Current threats
•

Some of the identified key threats to cranes at the landfill included injuries which could
be attributed to string entangles or human activities.

•

Threats to the breeding habitat of the Kiteezi flock included wetland reclamation and
burning for settlement and farming.

•

Threats to the breeding success of the cranes include death as a result of their close
proximity to humans and dogs.

•

There was no key threat identified for the crane flocks at Nakivubo, Kansanga and Lubigi
wetlands.
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Recommendation

The study revealed that the majority of people living within the proximity of the cranes habitats
were not aware of the presence of the Endangered species. I recommend immediate intervention
by relevant stakeholders to sensitize people at the landfill on the threats of deliberate crane
stoning and wetland encroachment in the surrounding wetlands for settlement and subsistence
farming.

Appendix 1

Breeding bird records of the Grey Crowned Crane recorded in Kampala wetlands from 8th
September to 28th August 2013

Date
8th Sept
15th Sept
22 Sept
29th Sept
10th Oct
17th Oct
24thOct
31st Oct
7th Nov
14th Nov
21st Nov
28th Nov
5th Dec
12th Dec
19th Dec
19th Dec
9th Jan
16th Jan
23rd Jan
6th Feb
13th Feb
20th Feb
27th Feb
27th Feb
6th Mar
13th Mar
20th Mar
20th Mar
27th Mar
3rd April
10th April
10th April
17th April
24th April
8th May
15th May
15th May
22nd May
29th May

Location
Lubigi
Lubigi
Kiteezi
Lubigi
Kiteezi
Lubigi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kansanga
Nakivubo (Clock tower)
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Lubigi
Kiteezi
Kansanga
Nakivubo (lake shores)
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kansanga /Kauku
Kansanga
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Nakivubo
Kansanga
Kiteezi
Kansanga
Kiteezi
Nakivubo
Kansanga
Kiteezi
Kiteezi

No of cranes
3
3
68
3
55
3
52
55
72
73
73
72
68
73
0
2
73
78
78
78
3
82
0
0
78
76
3
0
86
76
2
0
71
0
72
0
2
71
61

No of young
1
1
5
0
3
1
3
3
5
5
5
5
5
5
0
0
5
5
5
5
1
5
0
0
5
5
1
0
5
5
0
0
5
0
5
0
0
5
5

5th June
12th June
12th June
19th June
26th June
3rd July
3rd July
10th July
17th July
24th July
31st July
7th Aug
14th Aug
21st Aug
28th Aug

Nakivubo
Kansanga
Nakivubo (Clock tower)
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kansanga
Nakivubo
Kiteezi
Kiteezi
Kansanga
Kiteezi
Kansanga
Kiteezi
Kansanga
Kiteezi

0
6
2
67
82
2
2
78
72
6
70
6
68
6
71

0
1
0
5
5
0
0
5
5
1
5
1
5
1
5

Appendix 2
An example of the recording form
Site:

Location of point:

Kiteezi landfill

Date: 28th November 2012

GPS location: 0° 18' 56" North, 32° 33' 56" East.

Recorder: Ndibaisa Dylis
Start time: 6.00am

Finish time: 7.00pm

Time for last bird to arrive at landfill from roosting site: 6:47am
Number of Birds:

73 cranes

Behavior of birds: Feeding and calling
Breeding activity/ displays: One bird opens its wings and chases other birds at 8:27am
Number Juveniles: 5
Behavior of juveniles: Youngest juvenile feeds alongside 2 older cranes probably parents, 4
older juveniles feed alongside each other and fly off together to the wetland.
Number and extent of injured birds: 3 injured birds, 2 with chopped off limbs and 1 bird with
a bent claw.
Behavior of injured birds: when a scavenging human comes close to the group, all cranes fly
off to the wetland but one crane with a chopped off limb flies off alone to another side of the
landfill
Time left landfill for wetland: 8: 50am
Behavior in the wetland: Drinking, feeding and resting; no displays
Duration in the wetland:

2hours and 27mins

Nature and intensity of calls:

One bird makes a booming sound with head facing

upwards. Another bird follows in line with the call with its head lower than the first. A minute

later, two other birds follow the sound. Five calls in the morning at the dumpsite and three calls
in the afternoon, calls last 15-20 sec.

Appendix 3
Expenditure
Item

Detail

Rate (£)

Frequency

Cost (£)

Subtotal (£)

Equipment
Batteries

2.9

20

58
58

Transport
Trip to Kiteezi
Trip to Lubigi
Trip to
Kansanga
Trip to
Nakivubo
Literature
search

5
2.9

30
5

150
14.5

3.5

11

38.5

3.2

7

22.4

2.5

8

20
245.4

245.4

Subsistence
Field
allowances
(staff time and
meals)

22

47

1034
1034

Stationery
Recording
sheets

1

47

47
47

Report
production
Total

20

5

100
100
1484.4

Appendix 4: Map of Kampala wetlands
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